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Printer Robert E. Patten hoped to open a museum partly devoted to the history 
of African Americans in Des 
Moines—the city he called home 
for almost 60 years. He intended to 
display some of the many items he 
had produced for Des Moines's 
black community, from tickets and 
posters to party invitations and 
family portraits. Patten never 
opened his museum, but his print­
ing legacy survives as the Robert 
E. Patten Collection at the State 
Historical Society of Iowa.
The 1,800 items in the collec­
tion represent more than Patten's
Above: Entrepreneur Robert E. Pat­
ten poses with a confident demeanor, 
about I 909.
projected museum. They reflect a 
past in which a largely segregated 
people developed a rich, varied, 
and oftentimes distinct neighbor­
hood community within the larger 
city—a neighborhood where those 
with money lived near those with 
none. The heart of this community 
was affectionately known as Cen­
ter Street, once located northwest 
of downtown Des Moines. Be­
tween the early 1900s and the 
1960s, Center Street thrived with­
in an otherwise segregated and 
sometimes hostile city. In this 
neighborhood, Des Moines's black 
community lived, worked, and 
played. And they took their print­
ing jobs to Robert Patten.
Patten was born in rural Geor­
gia in 1883 of African-American
and Native American lineage. Lit­
erally, a kick in the pants sent 
Patten in the direction of printing. 
According to his son, E. Hobart De 
Patten, Patten as a child was 
booted in the rump as he picked 
berries in a southern fruit patch. 
This act spurred him toward the 
goal of working for himself. When 
he learned as a young man that es­
tablished printers did not want to 
print his opinions, he determined 
that he would own his own print­
ing equipment.
Like many a restless young 
American, Patten traveled the 
country by rail in search of oppor­
tunity. He must have heard about 
the rare prospects for blacks in the 
southern Iowa coal-mining town 
of Buxton and moved there about
The Center Street Community 
and the African-American 
Printer Who Preserved It
122 Iowa Heritage Illustrated
£»■ ',***' ** M itaocAu
Holirrt !£ patlen
Calender* • Job . Advrrtii jhj Novell»*»
Fan». Pencil». S*’e> Boo!». Rubber Starrp», etc,LUCKY HUKI. imm «ad COP COSMETICS
8 ? I 14tk Sr. On M tian. ! • • •  FH»a< 4 9U 9
front of their Des Moines home.
On the eve of World War I, Des 
Moines's black population was ris­
ing from 1,100 (in 1900) to 3,500. 
When Fort Des Moines was desig­
nated as the site for the Colored 
Officers Training Camp, an influx 
of officer candidates increased the 
town's black population. The city's 
black population rose appreciably 
after the war as many officers from 
Fort Des Moines and recruits from 
Camp Dodge stayed and raised
1900. He made his living as a job 
printer, a photographer, and an 
itinerant seller of books and prints, 
particularly to black schools and 
businesses. About 1909 he moved 
to Des Moines and established his 
printing business and home along 
Center Street. In 1910, while sell­
ing books at an all-black school in 
Ohio, he met teacher Margaret 
Mitchell and married her. Their 
children would eventually help in 
Patten's print shop located in the
P a t t e n ’s versatile career included 
photography, sales, and printing. With 
this early-l900s Monroe camera, he 
produced and sold photographic post­
card prints. As director of the Unity 
Coal Company, Patten advocated 
buying and selling coal cooperatively 
to benefit the community. The 1940 
calendar represents yet another sales 
line; Patten ordered colorful picture 
calendars and then custom printed 
the advertising block for local busi­
nesses, who distributed the calendars 
as promotional gifts.
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families in Des Moines. This popu­
lation growth reflected the Great 
Migration, a huge population shift 
of blacks from the South to the 
North and Midwest. By 1950, 8,200 
blacks lived in Des Moines; by 
1960,10,300.
With scattered exceptions, 
most African Americans in Des 
Moines could live in only a few ar­
eas, and the area known as Center 
Street was one of them. Certainly, 
segregation was not as extreme in 
Des Moines, Iowa, as it was in the 
statutory Jim Crow South or in ma­
jor northern cities, like Chicago or 
Detroit, with much larger African- 
American populations. Indeed, de­
termining the extent of segregation 
in Des Moines is a tricky proposi­
tion. Although there was some ra­
cial interaction, the collective 
memory of longtime Des Moines 
black residents suggests that Afri­
can Americans generally could not 
patronize most Des Moines restau­
rants, hotels, and stores. Seating in 
theaters was usually segregated. 
Job opportunities were limited. 
Most social organizations and 
events remained off-limits to 
blacks.
The racial bigotry that ham­
strung blacks in their quest for eco­
nomic and social opportunities un­
derstandably left residual resent-j
ment of this separate but unequal 
condition. Nevertheless, most 
former Center Street residents feel 
a nostalgia for Center Street and a
lost sense of community, where 
neighbors had helped neighbors, 
looked after each other's children, 
and patronized local businesses.
In the 1960s the Center Street 
neighborhood was bulldozed to 
make way for urban renewal and 
construction of Interstate 235 
through Des Moines. But prior to 
this, Patten's granddaughter Bar­
bara Oliver-Hall and his son-in- 
law W. Lawrence Oliver had taken 
steps to preserve at least part of the 
Center Street community. Oliver-
J
Hall had worked in Patten's print 
shop as a child, and she remem­
bered Patten's dream of opening a 
museum. She asked her father to 
store printed materials that Patten 
had kept for years in his home, and
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r  atten stands next to his print shop around I 930.The signs advertise his involvement in cooperative ventures geared to ­
ward peaceful coexistence, problem solving, and fellowship. Cooperative business enterprises, he felt, held the key to racial 
uplift in an age of white supremacy and limited civil rights.
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By I 930, Robert E. Patten (above) 
had established himself as a successful 
job printer for African Americans in 
Des Moines.The only other known 
black printer at that  time in Des 
Moines was the Morris family, publish­
ers of the Iowa Bystander newspaper.
to save them from destruction in a 
specially built shed on his prop­
erty. In 1995, Patten's son, E. 
Hobart De Patten, donated the col­
lection to the State Historical Soci­
ety of Iowa, offering the Society a 
breathtaking opportunity to study 
and showcase the Center Street 
neighborhood from 1910 to 1960, 
then the largest concentration of 
African Americans in Iowa.
The collection is admittedly a 
fragment, but a rather large and 
significant one, of African-Ameri­
can history in Iowa. The images on 
the following pages are a sampling 
from the museum exhibit ''Patten's 
Neighborhood: Memories of the 
Center Street Community" at the 
Iowa Historical Building, 600 East 
Locust, Des Moines (Tuesday-Sat- 
urday, 9-4:30; Sunday, noon-4:30).
The collection unveils a vi­
brant neighborhood, bursting with 
the life of a community—in homes 
and workplaces, churches and 
gathering spots. Through Patten's 
printed posters, tickets and busi­
ness advertising, one relives the 
bustle of Center Street, the tanta­
lizing bargains of a local store, the 
enthusiasm for an upcoming con­
cert, the spiritual uplift of a church 
event, the pride of new beauty 
school graduates, the dazzle of a 
local night club.
One also senses the relentless 
energy of job printer Robert E. 
Patten—an entrepreneur of con­
siderable ambition, a printer with 
versatile skills, and an idealist in 
quest of sweeping change for Afri­
can Americans.
Jack Lufkin is a curator at the State His­
torical Society of Iowa. He curated the 
museum exhibit “Patten's Neighborhood: 
Memories of the Center Street Commu­
nity" in the Iowa Historical Building in 
Des Moines. He thanks the following for 
their assistance: E. Hobart De Patten, 
Barbara Oliver-Hall, Gwendolyn Fowler, 
Robert V. Morris, and Don Lee. Chuck 
Greiner is a freelance photographer from 
Huxley, Iowa, whose photos have often 
appeared in this magazine.
■ a t ten ’s children and other family 
members learned the business of sell­
ing as well as the art  of printing; they 
sold a variety of items, including 
greeting cards, postcards, and maga­
zines. One of his sons, E. Hobart De 
Patten, shown here in front of his 
Novelty Nook sales vehicle, also en­
gaged in other business ventures, in­
cluding real estate, a restaurant, gen­
eral printing, and a launderette. Most 
of the items on exhibit were donated 
by E. Hobart De Patten to the State 
Historical Society.
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A s  a sales agent in Des Moines, Robert E. Patten sold 
products during the I 930s, I 940s, and I 950s for the black- 
owned Lucky Heart Company of Memphis,Tennessee, 
which manufactured cosmetics and other products tar­
geted primarily to African Americans.These are some of 
the surviving product samples and a I 949 sales catalog.
Patten also printed advertisements and marketed items 
for local black entrepreneur Lawrence J. Chapman and his 
Uneedor Chemical Company. From his home shop, Chap­
man prepared a variety of food flavorings, cosmetics, clean­
ing products, and hair t rea tments  (see jar on far right).
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Right: Patten’s ads (upper right corner and purple stamp) 
direct customers to his Des Moines post office address. Al 
though Patten did not print this book, he kept it in his col­
lection. It is the only known surviving copy of Some Phases 
of Negro Life in Des Moines, published in I 903. The book’s 
preamble states its purpose of projecting a more positive 
image of African Americans, denigrated by society during 
this nadir in race relations. The box below Patten’s stamp 
features rising young attorney S.Joe Brown, who would be­
come one of Des Moines’s leading citizens.
In the late 1920s Patten began work for a book featuring 
biographies of African Americans and photos of their Des 
Moines homes.The project was never completed, but the 
photos that  survive reveal the variety of housing in the 
Center Street  neighborhood. Here, in one of the photos, 
Edna and John Spriggs pose by their house at 1060 14th 
Street, constructed and stuccoed by Spriggs. An Alabama 
native, he came to Des Moines in 1913 and became the 
city’s first African-American stucco builder, a skill he had 
learned in the South.
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■ amily celebrations brought in photography and print jobs 
like these for Patten.Today, the samples he kept document 
the importance of family life in the Center  S treet  com m u­
nity. Mass-produced pictures of family milestones appeared 
on calendars Patten customized for local businesses, which 
chose from a variety of images like the ones here. He also 
printed invitations to anniversaries (see the small cards 
here) and other  celebrations.The printed mat framing the 
50th anniversary photo of Arbelia and James Gray reminds 
Americans to buy war bonds and stamps—and to dine and 
dance at the local Sepia Club.
SEPIA CLUB ANNIVERSARY PHOTO COURTESY OF EOYTHE GRAY SPATES
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P a t t e n  sold a series of inspirational lithographs intended to decorate African- 
American homes or gathering places.These are two of the series. World heavy­
weight champion Jack Johnson (left) was a hero to African Americans, but was 
scorned by white supremacists. His life was the basis of the play The Great White 
Hope, a te rm  referring to his opponents. Above:The religious nature of this 
lithograph might have lent itself to a church as well as a home.The series also 
included portraits of Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, Paul Lawrence 
Dunbar, W.E.B. DuBois, Hightower T. Kealing, and Sissieretta (Black Patti) Jones.
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P a t t e n  sold (but did not print) this color lithograph 
“The Seasons,” of black women fashionably dressed in 
early 20th century attire.
Right: Patten printed a variety of materials for Center 
Street  businesses, including these from the Crescent 
Beauty School. In I 939, Pauline Brown (later 
Humphrey) founded Crescent, Iowa’s first black beauty 
culture school after attending one of Madam C.J. 
Walker’s beauty schools in Chicago. (Walker’s line of 
hair products made her America’s first black woman 
millionaire.)
Black-owned beauty parlors appeared in nearly ev­
ery African-American community in the 20th century, 
as more black women could afford to spend money on 
commercial hair care. An aspiring beautician could be­
gin her operation in her home with little operating 
capital.
The Jewish Community Center, at 801 Forest, was 
one of the few white organizations to host events for 
the Crescent Beauty School and other African-Ameri­
can community groups.The center had originated on 
Des Moines’s east side to serve many of the city’s first 
Jewish immigrants.
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Week of July 29th
Dr. Fred Palmer’* Face Powder Always in Stock
W o  C a r r y  Y o u r  F a v o r i t e  B r a n d  o f  Cigarette***
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Snnitoi Liquid Sham poo .50—39c
Ayers* Hair Vigor S1.10-96C
M nhdeen D andruff Remover $1.00—86c
C ocoanut Oil Sham poo .35-27c
A.D.S; Shaving Cream ,50—39c
A.D.S. Aspirin .20—14c
G ran d p a’s W onder Soap .08--06c
P asteurine Shaving Cream .35 -  27c
Mavis T alcum .25-2 1 c
H obson*8 Cascaril!*» .2 5 -  17c
U nguentfne .30 -  26c
Dr. H obson’s Baby Cough Syrup .25 -  17c
Dr. Simmon*’ Squrw Vine Compound $1.00 -  79c
fom vvouen
Men chola turn .2 5 -  21c
U nguentinc Soap .25 -2 1 c
Dr Fred Palm er’s Skin W 'hitener ,25 -2 1 cJ Four Fold L in im en t .6 0 -4 1 c
O v e r  the decades, Patten printed 
thousands of business cards for Cen­
ter  Street residents. A large percent­
age of the African-American work 
force in Des Moines consisted of gen­
eral laborers who performed hauling, 
painting, and repair services. A few of 
their business cards rest on Patten’s 
proof press.
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Left: Patten printed numerous items 
for African Americans who opened 
and managed their own businesses in 
response to the discrimination they 
found in many Des Moines businesses. 
Black-owned businesses ranged from 
pharmacies and law offices to barber 
shops and luncheonettes. Patten 
printed posters, broadsides, business 
cards, blotters, and customized pro­
motional calendars for local busi­
nesses.
Although most public discrimina­
tion in Iowa had been outlawed by 
1892, many white business owners 
continued to discriminate against 
blacks, including white-owned restau­
rants that refused to serve African 
Americans well into the 1940s and 
beyond. Within the Center  Street 
community, this gave aspiring restau­
rant owners a built-in business base.
The businesses represented here 
were community fixtures for decades. 
Sampson’s Chicken Shack was lo­
cated on the east side, a short trolley 
ride away from Center Street.
Patten’s son-in-law, attorney W. 
Lawrence Oliver, whose portrait  ap­
pears here, was instrumental in saving 
the Patten collection with his daugh­
ter, Barbara Oliver^Hall.
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P a t t e n ’s print jobs for local black churches help document 
the special events and the everyday activities of African- 
American communities. Above: A bulletin from St. Paul’s 
A.M.E. Church in Des Moines is still on one of Patten’s 
presses. As is typical for black communities across the na­
tion, churches were the largest, most influential organiza­
tions in black Des Moines, and black clergy and lay leaders 
assumed strong leadership roles in the community.
Opposite:  In 1942, Corinthian Baptist Church brought to ­
gether national gospel singer Johnnie L. Howard Franklin 
and local singer Mildred Griffin; and Kyles A.M.E. Zion, 
which served the African-American neighborhood on Des 
Moines’s east side, sponsored a peace revival. In I 922, St. 
Paul A.M.E. Church showed The Poison Pool, one of the ear­
liest films featuring an African-American cast. St. Paul 
A.M.E. and Corinthian Baptist churches are still located 
near the site of the old Center  Street  neighborhood. --
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Left: Black women’s organizations 
enjoyed a long tradition of public ser­
vice, and those in Des Moines fre­
quented Patten’s print shop.This pho­
tograph of the Flower Com m ittee  for 
a July I 938 meeting of the Central As­
sociation of Colored Women ap­
peared in the Chicago Defender, a 
prominent African-American newspa­
per. Margaret Patten is in the upper 
left. In I 935, the Des Moines chapter 
of Delta SigmaTheta sorority initi­
ated the “Jabberwock,” a vaudeville 
entertainment fund raiser for college 
scholarships.The sorority remains 
quite active today.
r\i ght: Patten also secured printing 
jobs from m en’s social and service 
clubs in Center  Street, including the 
Monarchs, to which he belonged and 
which still functions today. Groups 
like the Monarchs flourished because 
discrimination and segregation neces­
sitated the formation of clubs for 
black members. A few were branches 
of national organizations, but many 
had local origins. Functions varied 
from recreational events to charitable 
fund raising to calls for community 
action. The Monarchs’ annual min­
strel event, advertised here, had be­
gun in 1924. Proceeds benefited a 
black Boy Scout troop and the black
YMCA and YWCA.
Below: Dance programs from Cente 
Street social events rest on Patten’s 
platform stapler.
RETURN PERFORMANCE:-
bij (popular Dernand
C u r t a i n  8 : 3 0  O ’c l o c k
Jew ish  Community Center
8th Street and F o re d  A uenue
AîiuIîh - 25r Admi s s i o n  (iljiUVru - 15r
If you didn't see “The ShoiD ’ - - Ask Your Neighbor!!
NOTE: People holding Tickets for First Performance 
will be Admitted upon Presentation of Ticket.
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Left: Des Moines residents could 
hear some of the country’s finest jazz, 
be-bop, and blues. Oftentimes nation­
ally famous black musicians per­
formed for a separate white audience 
first, then put on a late-night perfor­
mance for black audiences at Center 
Street spots such as the Billiken Nite 
Club or the Sepia Supper Club.
Local musicians also filled the bill 
at the Billiken and the Sepia. Oppo­
site, inset: Ernest “Speck” Redd, the 
freckled jazz pianist, was a renowned 
teacher, performer, and radio host. 
After Redd opted to forgo a national 
musical career and stay in Des Moines 
to raise his family, his band played of­
ten at the Billiken. Patten printed sev­
eral posters that  advertised his per­
formances. Redd’s most famous pupil 
was young Louis Wertz, who later be­
came Roger Williams.
Rufus M. Spates played this gleam­
ing tenor saxophone with his friends 
the Gray Brothers and Irene Miles 
(now spelled Myles).
THE REAL
RAGE
oF
The World's
Greatest Entertainer
MUSIC - LAUGHTER - THRILLS - HOT SENSUOUS RHYTHM
THAT'S
PRINCESS TAM TAM
WITH
JOSEPHINE BAKER W h e n  international blues singer and 
dancer Josephine Baker appeared in 
Des Moines for a I 939 showing of her 
movie Princess Tam Tam, Patten 
printed tickets and local appearance 
dates on these mass-produced adver­
tisements. Born in St. Louis and later 
centered in Paris, Baker’s colorful life 
also involved spying against the Nazis 
in occupied France, adopting I 2 inter­
national orphans, and becoming a 
civil rights activist. But she is most re ­
membered for her sensational, albeit 
controversial, dance performances.
0  M USICAL F ILM  /
M I D  N I T E  S H O W
S at. S ep t. 3 0 , 1 lil/O fl 1200 (~enter Street
1939 ullIlKull Advance Sale 41c
TICKETS ON SALE
COMMUNITY PHARMACY BILLIKEN NITE CLUB
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PHOTO COURTESY OF EDYTHE GRAY SPATES
T h e  G ray Brothers Band blazes away at the Sepia Club in 
the I 940s. Front row, from left: Howard Gray, Wesley 
Bettis, Rufus Spates, and an unidentified t rum pet  player. 
Charles Gaiter plays the bass, and Harold Maupin is on the 
drums.
Right: Just as the music of local and national musicians 
filled Center  Street  night spots, the rhythmic sounds of job 
presses filled Patten’s print shop, as he produced poster af­
te r  poster for local engagements. Here, a poster from a 
1946 performance of the Gray Brothers rests on Patten’s 
printing shop guillotine, used to cut press jobs.The Gray 
Brothers played at numerous local engagements, including 
this 1946 spring dance sponsored by theYouth’s Council of 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People.The Des Moines chapter of the NAACP, begun in 
1915, was one of the first local chapters launched in cities 
beyond the East Coast.
1
Mitchell Drug, Store 
1 2*1» & t “«nterBridgcm a n Drug
nuli S  Center
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I his s treet  sign once marked the intersection at 12th and Center  Streets in 
Des Moines. Sections of the Center  Street  neighborhood stood in the path of 
I 960s urban renewal and the construction of Interstate 235, as forewarned in 
this I 958 Des Moines Tribune. Many Center  Street  residents and businesses were 
displaced, and a community that  had thrived for decades eroded.The night be­
fore the area was closed for demolition, Al “ Hinky” Brewer took down this sign 
as a remembrance of his longtime residence in the neighborhood.
Robert E. Patten, whose Center  Street  printing presses had churned out 
thousands of ephemeral announcements of new businesses and hot bargains, 
family celebrations and late-night blues, died in I 968. •>
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